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Examining the Underlying Motivations of Engineering
 
Undergraduates to Behave Unethically
 
Abstract 
The need for ethical behavior in  engineering professional practice has been  demonstrated 
repeatedly over the years,  and most,  if not all,  academic institutions provide opportunities for 
engineering students to learn about ethics and professional responsibility. While there has been 
some investigation of the effectiveness of these academic efforts on student learning of ethics, 
little attention  has been paid  to  students’ ethical decision­making and  behavior.  The present 
study seeks to verify the use of a model of ethical decision­making to predict the tendency of 
engineering and  humanities students to  engage in  cheating,  an unethical behavior with which 
nearly all undergraduates are familiar. 
The study surveyed 527  randomly selected engineering and humanities undergraduate students 
from three academic institutions.  Comparison  between engineering and  humanities students 
showed that engineering students were statistically more likely to cheat on tests and homework 
than  humanities students,  even when controlling for the number of tests or assignments.  
Hierarchical regression  analysis confirmed that the hypothesized  model could  explain  a 
considerable portion of the variance in students’ intention to cheat and in their actual behavior. 
The strongest predictor of behavior was an individual’s intention  to cheat,  as predicted by the 
model.  In  turn,  the strongest predictors of intention  were an  individual’s attitude toward 
cheating, their sense of moral obligation to avoid cheating, and his/her perception of subjective 






































































There is ample evidence to suggest that engineering students self­report significantly higher rates 
of cheating than do students in most other disciplines (only business students report higher rates 
2,3,4 


















The purpose of this study, therefore, is to measure the predictive validity of the modified Theory 
of Planned Behavior as a model of cheating behavior and the intention to cheat. 
Theory of Planned Behavior 
























































































































































































































































To account for differences in opportunity and the influence of context, cheating behavior was 






























study protocols.  This pilot testing was followed by a second test­retest phase to establish the 
temporal stability of the questionnaire items.  The final phase of the study involved the full 
administration of the PACES­2 and DIT­2 survey instruments to the study populations.  A total 
















         
       
       





























Table 1 presents average Likert scores for college cheating frequency items.  Perhaps most 
importantly, the data suggests that the average study participant reported cheating on less than “a 
few assignments or tests in the last academic term.”  Further, 71.3% of respondents reported 




Discipline (Present Behavior) 
Test Cheating HW Cheating Difference 
Engineering 1.35 1.72 0.37*** 
Humanities 1.19 1.36 0.17** 
Difference 0.16** 0.36*** 















high school.  Table 2 shows average Likert scores for both test and homework cheating during 












           
       
       













       
 












       
 






Test Cheating HW Cheating Difference 
Engineering 1.60 1.89 0.29*** 
Humanities 1.70 1.97 0.27*** 
Difference ­0.10 ­0.08 
**p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
However, it would be incorrect to say that engineering students cheat more frequently when they 









additional variable moral obligation.  Using confirmatory factor analysis these items were 
grouped together to form scales that could be used in a regression analysis.  This analysis 
showed that for all scales the variance explained by a single component model was greater than 












with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.85, providing reassurance that a single factor model was valid and 
reliable.  




















         
     
             
           
             
             
             
           
           
       
         
      
     
































Standardized Regression Coefficients (β) 
Direct effects on: 
Frequency of 
Cheating on Tests 








Education level (Freshman) ­.014 ­.004 
Investment Scholarship ­.083* .010 
Fraternity membership (No) .054 .058 
Club membership (No) ­.031 .058 
International student (No) .028 .003 
Gender (Male) .123** .046 
Discipline (Engineering)¥ ­.123** ­.093* 
Past Behavior .209*** .128** 
Perceived Behavioral Control .056 ­.033 
Intention .479*** .440*** 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
¥ A negative regression coefficient indicates that engineering students would cheat more frequently than humanities 
As predicted by the Theory of Planned Behavior, an individual’s intention to engage in cheating 




































         
     
             
           
             
             
             
           
           
       
         
         
       
     
           
   
     
       











literature on the influence of gender on cheating rates .  Finally, test cheating 












Standardized Regression Coefficients (β) 
Frequency of Frequency of Cheating 







Education level (Freshman) ­.035 ­.069* 
Investment Scholarship .014 .008 
Fraternity membership (No) .076* .072* 
Club membership (No) .009 .032 
International student (No) ­.033 .037 
Gender (Male) ­.018 ­.044 
Discipline (Engineering) ­.054 ­.068 
Past Behavior .192*** .166*** 
Perceived Behavioral Control ­.018 .024 
Second order factor .643*** .629*** 
Moral Reasoning ­.061‡ ­.037 







Moral Reasoning ­.223*** ­.182*** 
‡ p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 















































who reported more frequent high school cheating also having a stronger intention to cheat in the 
near future.  Membership in a fraternity or sorority was a weak predictor of intention for both test 
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